The historical paper published in this number was written by Dr Barnett Woolf an anthropologist on the social aetiology of stillbirths in country boroughs of England and Wales, in Woolf's analyses pointed to a series of important problems that are still being resolved. He concluded that the close relation between poverty, stillbirths, and neonatal deaths derived from maternal malnutrition. He also suggested that maternal malnutrition before birth contributed to mortality from infection during infancy. He showed that infant deaths from infectious diseases were related to overcrowding, especially when the crowding was by other children rather than adults. He speculated on the risks to infants whose mothers worked and who had to be cared for by neighbours, often in the company of a number of other children. He cleverly deduced that the higher infant mortality in the north of the country was due to influences acting through the mother and bearing directly on the infant.
Woolf's analyses pointed to a series of important problems that are still being resolved. He concluded that the close relation between poverty, stillbirths, and neonatal deaths derived from maternal malnutrition. He also suggested that maternal malnutrition before birth contributed to mortality from infection during infancy. He showed that infant deaths from infectious diseases were related to overcrowding, especially when the crowding was by other children rather than adults. He speculated on the risks to infants whose mothers worked and who had to be cared for by neighbours, often in the company of a number of other children. He cleverly deduced that the higher infant mortality in the north of the country was due to influences acting through the mother and bearing directly on the infant.
The practical conclusion of the study was that infant mortality was mostly preventable and that improving maternal nutrition was considerably more important than improving housing. Woolfrealised that many of the hypotheses from his analyses would need to be tested by specific investigations. His conclusion that, 'it is only by the close interweaving of statistical field enquiries that a true science of social medicine can be built up' still applies today.
This commentary is reprinted from: Ashton J ed. The Epidemiological Imagination. Buckingham: Open University Press,
